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Abstract 
In recent years, there has been a rise in the number of people seeking asylum in 
Australia, resulting in over-crowded detention centres in various parts of the country. 
Appropriate management and assistance of asylum seekers has been an issue of major 
socio-political concern.  In mid-2012, the Australian ruling government introduced a 
‘first of its kind’ community placement initiative, which involved relocating low-risk 
asylum seekers from detention centres to homes of those Australian families who 
volunteered for this program. The present study investigated host families’ motivations 
for volunteering into this scheme and their resulting experiences. Twenty-four men and 
women from all over Australia were interviewed in person or over the telephone.  
Consistent with theoretical frameworks of altruism, acculturation, and intergroup contact, 
thematic analysis indicated participants’ interest in diversity/humanitarian issues were 
major factors that motivated them to host asylum seekers. Language and cultural barriers 
were reported as challenges, but generally, participants found the experience positive and 
rewarding. The initiative was regarded as an excellent avenue of learning about new 
cultures. The hosts played a strong role in promoting the English language proficiency 
and intercultural settlement of the asylum seekers. The scheme was considered as one 
way of diffusing fear/biases against asylum seekers prevalent amongst the Australian 
community at-large. Participants also provided suggestions to improve the scheme.   
Keywords 
Asylum seeker, Australia, community placement, acculturation, altruism, intergroup 
contact 
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 Introduction 
 The past decade saw an increase in the number of people seeking asylum in 
Australia, with approximately 6,800 people seeking asylum in 2010 (Philips, 2011).  A 
number  arrive on boats after a very risky journey (Briskman, Goddard & Latham, 2008), 
and have been labelled as “boat people,” “illegals,” and “queue jumpers” by many in 
Australian media and politics (see Klocker, 2004; Pedersen, Attwell & Heveli, 2005; 
Pedersen, Watt & Hansen, 2006; Schweitzer, Perkoulidis, Krome, Ludlow & Ryan, 
2005). Despite the increase in the number of arrivals, this number is relatively small 
when compared to the number of people seeking asylum in other parts of the world, 
especially Europe (UNHCR, 2014).   
Nevertheless, management of asylum seekers has been an on-going socio-political 
issue in Australia.  In Australia, asylum seekers are placed in detention centres until their 
applications for asylum are processed despite emerging evidence of mental health issues 
as a result of prolonged detention (Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 
2012). In 2012, the government introduced a novel scheme, known as the Community 
Placement Network (CPN) with the aim of relocating asylum seekers within the 
community as guests of Australian individuals/families. In spite of the social biases, 
many ordinary Australians hosted these asylum seekers in their homes. It is this 
controversial environment that is of interest to us, hence, we were keen to explore the 
motives and experiences of Australians supporting these intercultural ‘others” who are 
from a country and culture very different to their own. 
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Asylum Seekers and the CPN Initiative  
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2012), as per the 1951 
Convention, defines asylum seekers as, “Someone who has made a claim that he or she is 
a refugee, and is waiting for that claim to be accepted or rejected” (p. 8).  While asylum 
seekers who arrive in Australia are classed as ‘unlawful non-citizens’ under Australian 
legislation, their right to seek asylum here is recognised under international law, along 
with their right not to be penalised for the manner in which they arrived in the country 
(Phillips, 2011).  
However, Australian attitudes towards ‘illegal’ asylum seekers, especially those 
who arrive by boat have been particularly negative.  There has been ongoing public and 
political debate for more than a decade now in Australia as to how best to ‘manage’ the 
arrival of asylum seekers and process their claims for protection. Since the end of the 
1990s, asylum seekers have been held in detention centres which are in remote locations, 
for up to 7 years at a time, without having their applications processed (Pedersen et al., 
2006). Recent Australian governments developed policies designed to deter asylum 
seekers arriving by boat (Pedersen et al., 2005). As well as lengthy detention periods, 
governments from both sides of the political spectrum introduced further initiatives to 
discourage asylum seekers from attempting to enter Australia by boat, including offshore 
processing of claims to refugee status, and since mid-2013, the Regional Resettlement 
Arrangement with Papua New Guinea. Under this arrangement, asylum seekers to 
Australia are transferred to detention centres in Papua New Guinea, and more recently in 
Cambodia, with no hope of resettlement in Australia (UNHCR, 2013). Thus, even though 
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there were increases in the number of asylum seeker arrivals when this study was 
conducted, these numbers have virtually diminished due to the above-mentioned policy. 
Government policies such as these led to concern from the UNHCR over the 
wellbeing of asylum seekers held in detention (Australia and Papua New Guinea). Prior 
research established that there was a positive correlation between the amount of time 
asylum seekers spent in detention centres and an increase in post-traumatic stress 
disorder, depression, self-harm, suicide attempts/suicide, voluntary starvation, psychosis, 
and complex physical health problems (see Coffey, Kaplan, Robyn & Tucci, 2010; 
Hartley & Fleay, 2012; Silove, Austin & Steel, 2007; Menadue, 2011; Steel, Silove, 
Brooks, Momartin, Alzuhari & Susljik, 2006).  Further, the Australian Red Cross (2013) 
stated in their report that, “Prolonged detention is a negative experience, preventing 
people from developing the skills, habits and knowledge of cultural norms to participate 
within Australian society” (p. 11).  Such findings highlighted the need to develop 
alternatives to mandatory detention.  
Thus, in 2012, as a way to reduce overcrowding in detention centres and to reduce 
the psychological sequel of this confinement, the Australian government, set up a 
program called the Community Placement Network (CPN) that was welcomed by the 
UNHCR (Bycroft, 2013; UNHCR, 2011).  This program, which was a world-first, 
involved moving low-risk asylum seekers, whose claims had been processed and who 
were generally on bridging visas, from detention centres into the homes of volunteer 
members from the Australia community.  The Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship, in partnership with the Australian Homestay Network (AHN – one of the 
service providers), screened potential hosts, and provided online training, before 
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assigning up to two guests to each host family for a six-week period.  In return, host 
families were offered $110 per week as token remuneration, and asked to help their 
asylum seeker guests become better orientated within the local Australian community.  
Financially, at least, the CPN initiative was seen as being significantly more beneficial 
than mandatory detention; it costs the government $2,600 per week to host an asylum 
seeker in a detention facility as opposed to $110 paid to a host for each guest in a 
homestay environment.   
After advertising the CPN initiative through the media in search of volunteers, 
AHN received applications from 1,400 people willing to host asylum seekers within the 
first two months of the CPN rollout (Bowles, 2012).  Over the course of the program, 
more than 4,000 community members volunteered to host an asylum seeker (Bycroft, 
2013). The CPN program offered the opportunity to examine why so many Australians 
were willing to take action to support this group of people from vastly different cultures, 
when the public discourse around asylum seekers was perceived as generally negative.   
Even though the CPN initiative stopped mid-2013, the novel nature of the 
program, and being the first of its kind in the world, meant that it provided a new 
opportunity to investigate what factors motivated hosts to volunteer to house asylum 
seekers. For this study, a qualitative approach was used to explore host motivation, along 
with hosts’ experiences of the program, any benefits they felt they received through their 
involvement with the CPN, perceived problems with the program, and host suggestions 
for future directions.  
Hosting the ‘Intercultural Other’ 
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A few studies have examined the experiences of hosting the intercultural others. 
The ‘intercultural others’ in these studies were foreign students or professionals (Grove, 
1984; Lowe, Askling & Bates, 1984; Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight, 2002; Weidemann & 
Blüml, 2009). These studies provide some insight into hosting the ‘intercultural other,’ in 
terms of the motivation, experience, and potential benefit; however, it also reflects a stark 
gap in the literature wherein no study (to the best of our knowledge) has examined a host 
family’s experience hosting an asylum seeker/refugee. Our study is, therefore, crucial to 
building upon this literature and filling this gap.  
Outcome of the studies hosting foreign students and professionals found that 
families were motivated to host for a variety of reasons such as a curiosity/interest to 
learn about other cultures, to overcome an ‘empty nest’ syndrome, a desire to help, and 
for some social recognition (Lowe et al., 1984; Weidemann & Blüml, 2009). Their 
experiences allowed them to understand cultural differences and how they impacted on 
behaviour (Lowe et al., 1984).  Overall, there was an expectation for the guests to 
integrate as well as learn the national language and to share their culture.  Hosting 
experience improved when guests frequently participated in family activities (Knight & 
Schmidt-Rinehart, 2002; Weidemann & Blüml, 2009. Groves (1984) found that it was 
paramount to overcome communication barriers to establish good relations with students.  
 Schmidt-Rinehart and Knight (2002) uncovered that the biggest concern for hosts 
was students who made no effort to communicate with or integrate into the host culture. 
According to these authors, guests who stayed longer were more positively evaluated as 
families believed they were more motivated to work through problems and participate in 
family life.  
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Groves (1984) studied the dynamics of hosting international exchange students by 
interviewing 15 host families before, during and after the stay. The results showed that it 
was not the host families’ awareness of the guest’s culture, but their, their educational 
level and personality factors, such as being flexible with good communication and 
problems solving skills that  the cultural  contributed to the success of the exchange 
students’ stay. The families reported that  exchange students settled better if they were 
able to develop a positive relationship with a same aged child in the host family rather 
than the parent in the host family. Further, they considered the exchange students 
willingness to engage with the host family and limited telephone interaction of their own 
families important for a successful success host experience.  All of the aforementioned 
studies do provide some insight into the potential benefits and challenges that host 
families face when hosting an intercultural ‘other,’ The following section briefly delves 
into three theories which inform this study/intercultural context.  
Theoretical Frameworks 
To understand why people might volunteer to host asylum seekers, three 
psychological theories are considered, namely (a) psychological altruism, (b) 
acculturation theory, and (c) intergroup contact theory, which may provide further insight 
into the information provided by the hosts. 
Altruism. Altruism has been defined as, “a motivational state with the ultimate 
goal of increasing another’s welfare” (Batson, 2014, p. 6).  De Waal (2008) suggested 
that the mechanism by which this motivational state occurs is empathy, the ability to 
relate to the emotional state of another person. Empathy can be combined with 
perspective taking, a cognitive ability to understand and adopt another’s point of view 
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(De Waal). This genuine behavior to promote the welfare of others is also influenced by 
an individual’s desire to uphold his/her moral principles and values (Batson, 2012).  It is 
important to explore whether the willingness of people to volunteer as hosts and assist 
asylum seekers adapt to the community for a relatively small amount of remuneration is 
associated with levels of empathy and the ability to take others’ perspectives, factors 
associated with altruistic behavior.   
Acculturation.  A second psychological theory that may aid in explaining 
people’s willingness to volunteer for the CPN program and their experiences with the 
program is acculturation theory.  When different cultural groups come into contact with 
one another, a process of acculturation occurs, which leads to psychological and cultural 
changes within both the individual and the cultural group (Berry, 2003; Berry, 2005; 
Smith & Khawaja, 2012).  According to Berry (2005), acculturation can occur along two 
dimensions - attitude towards maintenance of original culture, and towards contact with 
the new culture.  Four different acculturation strategies are possible, depending on 
whether a positive or negative attitude is held towards the dimensions of maintenance and 
contact (Berry, 2001).  A desire to maintain one’s original culture along with a desire for 
contact with the new culture is known as integration. The strategy of assimilation 
combines a low desire for cultural maintenance with a high desire for contact.  
Separation occurs when there is a high desire for maintenance with a low desire for 
contact, and finally marginalization is the acculturation strategy combing a low desire for 
both maintenance of original culture and contact with the new one (Berry, 2001; 
Hernandez, 2009; Zagefka & Brown, 2002). 
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Early models of acculturation overwhelmingly focused on the acculturation 
process of minority groups, but since the 1970s, there has been recognition that the host 
society and its members also undergo the process of acculturation (Bourhis, Moise, 
Perreault & Senecal, 1997).  Newer models of acculturation, such as the Interactive 
Acculturation Model [IAM] (Bourhis et al., 1997), incorporate the acculturation 
behaviour, attitudes and perceptions of the host society. Interaction between host and 
minority groups can lead to consensual, problematic, or conflictual results, depending on 
how the strategies of each group fit together.  Strategies by either party of separation or 
marginalisation can lead to conflict, but when both host and minority groups agree on 
either integration or assimilation, the result is consensual, decreasing intergroup tension 
and improving communication between groups (Arends-Toth & van de Vijver, 2003).  
While research has been carried out looking at the acculturation strategies of 
minority groups in Australia such as refugees, (Hebbani, Obijiofor & Bristed, 2010; 
Milner & Khawaja, 2010), international students (Smith & Khawaja, 2011), and 
immigrants (Lu, Samaratunge, & Härtel, 2011), the acculturation preferences of members 
of the mainstream Australian community have received less attention.   
Intergroup contact. Finally, intergroup contact theory (Stathi & Crisp, 2010), is 
the third theory utilised to understand the hosting experience.  Intergroup contact theory 
proposes that under certain conditions, increased contact can reduce prejudice between 
members of majority and minority groups (Pettigrew, Tropp, Wagner, & Christ, 2011; 
Stathi & Crisp, 2010). Optimal conditions include contact that occurs between parties on 
an equal footing, when they have goals in common, when there is no competition 
between groups, and when contact is sanctioned by authority figures (Pettigrew et al., 
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2011; Turoy-Smith, Kane & Pedersen, 2013). Previous experiences of intergroup contact 
among hosts may have resulted in reduced prejudice towards minority group members 
and increased motivation to take part in such a program.  At the same time, the hosting 
experience itself is also a situation where intergroup contact occurs between different 
cultural groups, potentially leading to further reductions in prejudice. 
Goals of the Study 
At a time when Australian government policies towards asylum seekers continued 
to be regularly debated in the public arena, the CPN initiative provided a unique 
opportunity to further explore the reasons why some members of the mainstream 
Australian community were willing to open their homes to asylum seekers and assist 
them with finding their way in the Australian community.  A qualitative approach, 
involving interviews with hosts, allowed for such exploration of the hosts’ motivations, 
their experience of the program, any benefits they perceived they gained, and finally, any 
difficulties/suggestions for the program in the future.   
Methods 
Procedure  
This qualitative study was planned in 2012 after the CPN initiative was 
introduced. The data were collected over five months (December 2012 to April, 2013). 
Upon obtaining ethical clearance from the University Ethics Committee, the call for 
participants to take part in our study was disseminated nationally to all hosts who had 
volunteered via the AHN email system.  Purposive sampling was used and those hosts 
who expressed an interest in our study contacted the research team to organise a suitable 
time and/or location for an interview.  Participants were interviewed either face-to-face or 
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via the phone by one of the researchers; face-to face interviews were conducted in one of 
the local university offices.  The interviews ranged from 45 to 60 minutes in length. The 
interviews were terminated as the themes reached saturation.   
As we were keen to capture rich personal accounts of the hosting experiences, we 
deemed that a qualitative approach would be must suited to our study (Creswell, 2012).  
Researchers discussed and tried out the prompt with each other. Hence, interviewees 
were asked open-ended questions to gather in-depth narratives on topics such as: (a) what 
motivated them to volunteer for this initiative, (b) what  their resulting experience was 
(positive and/or negative), (c) whether they disclosed the fact that they were hosting an 
asylum seeker to friends and/or family, (d) if  they perceived any benefits (for themselves 
and the guests) as a result of taking part in this initiative, (e) how (if applicable) they 
managed to navigate any intercultural distance between themselves and their guest(s), 
and lastly, (f) did they have any suggestions/comments about the program. Care was 
taken to ensure that participants felt comfortable. It was pointed out that they could 
withdraw any time without any impact upon their relationship with AHN.  
Participants 
Twenty-four hosts (14 women and 10 men) responded to our invitation to 
participate in our study; of these, 6 (25%) stated their current relationship status as single, 
and 18 (75%) were married or in defacto relationships.  The mean age of our participants 
was 50 years (SD: 13 years; range: 25-74 years).  Participants were quite educated with 8 
(33%) having a TAFE/Diploma, and 15 (63%) with tertiary qualifications 
(BA/Masters/Doctorate) – one participant did not provide his/her educational 
qualification(s). As far as their current occupational status, 4 (17%) were retired, two 
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were either unemployed or a student (4%), 7 (29%) were working as part-time 
professionals, and 12 (50%) were working as full-time professionals.  Participants had 
hosted anywhere from one to 8 asylum seekers. 
Data Analysis 
All interviews were audio-recorded (with participants’ permission) for 
transcription purposes, and all members of the research team who were experienced in 
conducting qualitative research took notes as they conducted interviews. The researchers 
acknowledged reflexivity (Creswell, 2007).  The first two researchers being culturally 
and linguistically diverse migrants and the third researcher being a member of the 
dominant culture reflected on the experiences of asylum seeker. All researchers had 
extensive experience of working with migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. All steps 
undertaken where in line with COREQ checklist (Tong, Sainsbury & Craig, 2007).  
.Upon transcription, each member of the research team repeatedly read the transcripts 
individually, to look for emerging themes, while highlighting sections of the text.   
Manual open coding was employed to analyze the data rather than imposing 
predetermined categories (see Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The authors met to cross-
check emerging themes as a way to augment inter-rater reliability, following which, the 
themes were finalized. Generally, most themes were elaborations of the probes. Finally, 
the names of the participants were replaced with culturally appropriate pseudonyms to 
protect the anonymity of the participants.  
Results 
Motivation 
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A major factor motivating the participants to host an asylum seeker was an 
overwhelming feeling of empathy and sympathy for this group. A few participants 
claimed that their support was also a way of protesting against the government policy of 
retaining asylum seekers in detention centres as Peter (retired 74-year old) explained:  
We’re fairly sympathetic to the plight of refugees probably the main reason we 
did this. We’re members of [international human rights organization] and so 
we’ve been following with interest the political developments surrounding 
refugees’ entry into Australia, and their treatment with off-shoring and detention 
here in Australia. 
The participants reported that they wanted to help these people integrate into 
Australian society when there was such negativity in settlement policy and media 
coverage as Gail (63-year old part-time worker) said, “ I’ll say [I did it] because I saw so 
many ignorant comments about asylum seekers…which I thought was ridiculous.”  This 
scheme emerged as a good strategy to practically help asylum seekers. They perceived 
asylum seekers as individuals who wanted to work and settle in a new country. Some 
participants stated that they joined in the scheme to help these individuals as they (i.e., 
asylum seekers) appeared to be genuinely keen to contribute to the Australian society, 
whereas other participants were already working in organisations that focussed on 
helping people, and the scheme was a good fit for them personally. Participants also 
explained that they socially interacted with people from overseas and were interested in 
people from diverse cultures. Finally, a couple of participants indicated having a spare 
room in the house and remuneration, even though it was a small amount,  an attraction 
along with all of the other factors listed above.  
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Benefits  
Hosts. The participants were queried about the benefits obtained from the scheme 
as hosts in general. They reported that the process of hosting asylum seekers allowed 
them to learn about new countries, cultures, religions, traditions, food habits, and people; 
they were able to also build relations with the refugees and their families. Peter, as he was 
reflecting on his hosting experience commented, “we were able to learn things about Sri 
Lanka and he was a Hindu, so we were able to learn something about that also”; 
similarly, Cathy (retired 62-year old) felt that hosting an asylum seeker, “…widened our 
horizons; we’ve met so many new people…it’s given us a buzz. And it certainly has 
opened up our eyes to their situation in Australia.”  
Most participants felt more compassion for these individuals and their families in 
their country of origin who were struggling due to a range of stressors, and saw it as a 
win-win situation as Laura (25-year old single student) stated:  
I felt I was doing something useful, especially as I felt I had not been doing much 
for a few years. It made me feel I was doing something useful especially for the 
asylum seeker and I learned a lot about the Afghani culture and it was just a nice 
feeling to help. 
Community. The participants reported that placing asylum seekers in ordinary 
Australian homes was a good strategy to address the societal prejudice, biases, and fears. 
They thought it was a brilliant scheme to make people think about the plight of asylum 
seekers, and enabled them to become better human beings as Oscar (29-year old, 
employed full-time) pointed out:  
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I think that the wider community could gain advantage from it …reduce the 
demonization of asylum seekers, allow cross cultural communication, and 
understand what the actual situation is with an asylum seeker and what it is they 
are trying to achieve by coming. 
The participants also explained that asylum seekers brought new skills which are 
lacking in the society as David (53-year old, employed full-time) stated, “They may not 
have qualifications, but they have a lot of skills. They are plumbers, builders, and they 
have done all sorts of things.”  They expected that in the long run, once the asylum 
seekers commenced work, the community would benefit financially. The participants also 
pointed out that placing asylum seekers in the homes of a local Australian host was 
financially less draining than other programs (detention, off-shore and community 
motel/hotel placement) and needed to be publicized more. Susan (34-year old employed 
full-time) who felt extremely passionate about this initiative spoke at length about its 
benefits: 
It makes financial sense, it makes community sense, and it’s just good for the 
health and well-being of that community…The community against asylum 
seekers say they’re taking our jobs, they’re taking our houses, you know all that 
bullshit; but actually, if we promote this program and publicise it more, and 
actually, no, Australian people are welcoming these people, we are opening our 
doors, our own homes. I just think that is such a strong message to put out there to 
the community and really will challenge community views. All these 
politicians...and it is an election year, so it’s going to be a hell year, and this is 
going to be one of the main focuses of the election.  
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Guests. The participants reported that their guests (asylum seekers) felt 
secure/safe in their homes and this improved their guests’ self-esteem.  Gail narrated that 
she felt that her guests’ self-esteem benefited during the homestay as well as helping him 
feel secure perhaps as he was not exploited during the stay.  The homestay was a good 
opportunity to the asylum seekers to learn English language, day to day skills, as well as 
a useful process to help the new comers absorb the host culture and traditions. Cathy 
believed that, “They’ve [asylum seekers] certainly benefitted from being here. They’ve 
benefitted from learning English, meeting all the neighbours, helping them in the gardens 
and things like that…oh yeah, we just accept them as part of the family.” She also helped 
her guest with “learning to get a SIM card and how to use the train,” and “made him sit 
and watch Aussie Rules football!”   
The participants emphasized that considering the amount of anti-asylum seekers 
biases and prejudices reported by the mass media, the scheme was an effective way to 
convey to asylum seekers that not all Australians perceive them negatively. According to 
the participants, by staying with the locals, the asylum seekers also developed friendships 
and supportive networks.  They shared unique skills such as cooking, language and novel 
traditions with the host families. Laura reported:  
Yes, it was good for them to know that not all Australians are horrible. It was a bit 
confrontational for them as the household works differently. They had to get used 
to me being a women and not necessarily doing the dishes. They seemed to adjust 
well. 
All in all, Susan summed up the benefits of the initiative from the guests’ point of 
view by saying, “So [they] just got that in-depth localized knowledge living with 
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somebody that lives in the community. So I just think that [homestay] was a really good 
grounding place for asylum seekers to come to.” 
Problems Encountered by the Host 
Logistical/administrative issues and other barriers. When asked about any 
problems encountered, the participants shared a range of issues. Participants reported 
encountering administrative challenges and recognised that the organisations involved 
appeared to be understaffed and overworked, and at times, it was not easy for these 
agencies to organise the stay.  For instance, sometimes, the hosts had very little time to 
prepare for their guest. They also reported that on a few occasions they were not briefed 
adequately about the person staying with them (i.e., guest’s country of origin and 
religion), which lead to some practical difficulties in terms of learning more about the 
culture and/or religion. One participant reported:  
 X rang me and said…I’ll be there at 10 [p.m.]….It was 11.30 [p.m.] and I just 
wanted to go to bed…I think at 11.45 they rock up at my door…4 people arrived 
at my home…and I was just unappreciative of not being informed or kept up to 
date. 
They experienced apprehension due to not knowing what to expect. There was 
also an element of unmet or mismatched expectations. A few participants expected a 
guest with some English and familiarity with the Australian culture. In some cases, 
participants expected friendship, but felt that their guests distrusted them and were 
aloof/kept a distance/stayed in their room. Participants explained that although guests 
have experienced severe difficulties, the traumas of some were more intense than the 
others. Those severely traumatised in their own country or during the journey manifested 
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signs of psychological distress and grief. These individuals were more withdrawn and 
had difficulties trusting their hosts and the authorities. The participants reported that in 
such cases they felt that it was best to provide their guests privacy and space to heal and 
recover.  In spite of the teething problems, participants reported satisfaction with the 
program. Only one participant reported her experience as “foul.” This participant further 
explained that she expected someone with reasonable English skills and familiarity with 
the Australian roles and family life. Nevertheless, hosting a male who did not speak any 
English and was unaware of the culture where men also contributed to the house hold 
chores was a challenge for this participant. She also expected more assistance from the 
organisers of CPN program. She acknowledged being naïve about the cross-cultural 
communication and interaction demands and reported feeling overwhelmed and 
unprepared for the role.     
There was also some confusion about the roles. A few participants explained that 
they thought they were responsible for settling the guests and tried to find work 
accommodation and employment for their guests but faced problems. Subsequently, they 
felt drained and exhausted. Overall, there was a consensus that a six-week stay was not 
enough to achieve the goals of helping the asylum seekers adjust to the new environment, 
find accommodation and employment. Participants also reported that in some cases, the 
asylum seekers dropped out of the home stay program before the six weeks were over, as 
they moved out to live with their acquaintances (in the same city or in another city) and 
discontinued a link with their hosts. 
Participants reported encountering language and intercultural barriers as a part of 
hosting. The hosts and the guests often did not know each other’s languages, and 
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therefore, at times, communication was a challenge. Moreover, the participants indicated 
intercultural barriers and clashes. For example, some male asylum seekers were not used 
to cooking, as they perceived it as a part of the women’s role and had to be educated 
about the overlapping of roles in Australia 
What Did Their Friends and Family Think?   
A few participants reported that their families and friends were apprehensive 
about the participant’s decision to host asylum seekers. Lisa (57-year old academic) said 
that some of her friends thought she was taking a risk and that, “there was some concern 
that I might’ve exposed the family to risk. I mean people kept saying things like ‘what 
does xxxx [son’s girlfriend] think if you put a 22-year old refugee in a house with a 23-
year old girl?’ So I made them understand.” On the other hand, when she told people at 
church, one of them sent a card to welcome her guest to Australia and her guest was 
genuinely touched that he had received personal mail.  
For others such as Oscar, his friends knew that he worked in the human rights 
area so it was not a massive surprise and people would have wondered who the Pakistani 
man was who was living with them, but it was an issue with his partner’s parents who 
were not keen on immigration, so she just did not tell them. David had a lot of friends 
from other nationalities, so there was no real opposition there, but it was a different story 
among [Anglo] Australians.  When Cathy told one of her friends that she was hosting an 
asylum seeker, her friends said, “I was a traitor to the country. I just told her to go and 
**** herself….I just said, if I can help somebody, I’m going to help somebody.”   
 Problems Guests reported to Hosts 
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The participants were asked to comment on the problems that guests experienced.  
In response to this query, the participants reported language and intercultural barriers as a 
major difficulty. Most of the asylum seekers had limited or no English language, and 
therefore, communication was a challenge; they also encountered cultural difficulties. For 
example, some Muslim asylum seekers wanted to observe Ramadan and encountered 
practical problems as their hosts had limited information about this religious activity and 
Islam. Some hosts tried to resolve practical difficulties by themselves; for example, some 
hosts tried to find mosques in their town, as well as places that sold Halal meat. Adapting 
to a new type of food was hard for many Muslim/Hindu guests who were looking for 
food from their culture (e.g., vegetarian Sri Lankan food, spicy food).  
Many asylum seekers, who were from warm climate were not used to the cold 
climate of some of the Australian cities (for example Canberra winters) and found it hard 
to deal with this climate change. Participants pointed out that in some cases they were 
able to link asylum seekers with their ethnic communities, but this did not happen for all 
of the guests; those who could not find their ethnic communities felt isolated and lonely 
and some ended up moving to other cities where there was a large ethic settlement. Oscar 
explained that such a mismatch occurred with his Pakistani guest, “There were very few 
people of his ethnic group in Canberra, which puzzled us as to why they would send him 
here.…not having a community in Canberra or being able to find one is problematic…” 
Similarly, Peter too found that sometimes, even though they were living in a large city 
such as Sydney, which suburb one lived in mattered:  
..they would do better in areas of Sydney where the people as them live tend to 
congregate which is kind of the Western part of Sydney. We’re in the North-west 
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part of Sydney and this would, to some extent, be fairly isolating for them.  But it 
is better than being in detention. 
According to the participants, guests also felt that six-week stay was not enough 
to allow adaptation. Even though asylum seekers tried to explore employment and 
accommodation, it was a struggle, and especially so during the month of Ramadan, when 
the Muslim guests would prefer to stay indoors. In a few cases, those who found 
employment were exploited by their employers. They were given long hours at a low 
rate.  It was pointed out that the few asylum seekers, who moved out to live with their 
own ethnic communities, failed to improve their English language skills. Finally, 
participants commented that some asylum seekers experienced mental health issues, and 
anxiety/depression was common due do traumatic past few years as part of the asylum 
seeker journey.   
Problem-Solutions 
It is interesting to note that participants were able address their difficulties in 
novel ways. In one case, language barriers were addressed by using the Google Translator 
and dictionaries as Peter elaborated: 
He could speak basic English, but that is quite different to actually having a 
conversation. In fact, he [guest] went to the computer when he was leaving and 
used Google Translator to translate a message to us how much he enjoyed our 
company and he saw us as his Australian parents. 
From time to time participants consulted members of the ethnic communities to 
explore words and phrases from the asylum seekers’ native language and as effective 
means of communication. Very often, they used one language to understand the other 
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(e.g., one host spoke a bit of Hindi, so that helped with understanding Farsi to some 
extent). If everything else failed then the participants used gestures to communicate, and 
this seemed to work well. One participant showed innovation by labelling items in the 
house. According to him, this strategy helped asylum seekers master the English language 
quickly. Overall, participants highlighted the importance of showing patience and being 
flexible with their guests to encounter the communication difficulties. They reported that 
interaction was an useful way of helping asylum seekers learn the language. One 
participant indicated:  
It does get easier with time. We keep teaching them, we keep explaining the 
words, we teach words each day. We tell them to watch news on TV, the more you 
listen the more you learn. If you hear a words you do not understand then you 
make a note of it and then I will put it in a sentence for you. 
Future Improvements 
Finally, at the end of the interviews, the participants were asked to share their 
views about ways to improve the scheme. There was a strong perception that the scheme, 
in spite of some challenges, had significant benefits. According to the participants, the 
scheme could have been refined by incorporating more cultural training and education. 
The participants suggested that the organisations involved can establish support networks 
for hosts. This would allow the volunteers to touch base with other volunteers for 
problem solving. They also recommended online telephone help for hosts. The 
participants acknowledged that rolling out such schemes is a tremendous task for the 
organisations involved; they hoped that if the scheme is introduced again, there would be 
more manpower and resources allocated to it. They also indicated that an improved 
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communication between the different parties would benefit not only the organizers, but 
also the home stay experience of the asylum seekers.  Finally, as there was some 
ambiguity about the roles of the hosts, participants suggested clarity of the roles/duties 
would improve the program if it is used in future.  All participants thought that a longer 
homestay program would address the adjustment needs of the asylum seekers more 
effectively. When asked if they would host an asylum seeker again, there was an 
overwhelming enthusiasm to become a host again. For example, Gail stated: 
Yes, I am looking at taking someone else.…because the need is still there - 
because I have 2 spare rooms.  I feel it is wrong for them to stay vacant when 
there are people who need accommodation. 
Discussion 
 A qualitative approach was used to explore the experiences of Australians who 
hosted asylum seekers. . The emerging themes supported the theories of altruism, 
acculturation and inter-group contact (Bourhis et al., 1997; De Wall, 2008; Stathi & 
Crisp, 2010). The CPN initiative was, on the whole, perceived by the participants as a 
success, and as an effective way to solve the issue of asylum seeker housing. It was also a 
useful way to orient the asylum seekers to their new country, its culture, and the English 
language.  The participants themselves found it to be an enriching experience to learn 
about the cultures and religions of the asylum seekers. In general, there was consensus to 
continue the initiative. 
Specifically, we found that despite the wide-spread negative portrayal of asylum 
seekers in the Australian media, and the stance of political parties, there were Australians 
who were empathetic to the plight of asylum seekers and genuinely wanted to promote 
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their welfare (De Waal, 2008).  This outcome was consistent with the theme of altruism 
(Bateson, 2014). These self-motivated Australians, empathised with the asylum seekers, 
and wanted to ‘do the right thing’ by supporting them in Australia.  The motivational 
factors were similar to those highlighted by earlier studies on hosting foreign students 
and professionals.  In line with previous investigations, participants hosted to learn about 
this group and their background as well as to genuinely help (Knight & Schmidt-
Rinehart, 2002; Weidemann & Blüml, 2009). Moreover, some of the volunteers for the 
CPN initiative were members of various human rights organisations. For these 
individuals, their philosophical beliefs and principles were the driving force to assist the 
asylum seekers (Bateson, 2012). Overall, participants wanted to send a message to 
asylum seekers that not all Australians are bad – there are Australians who welcome 
asylum seekers/refugees.  Subsequently, aligned with Pettigrew et al., (2011) and Stathi 
and Crisp (2010) findings, the program helped in diffusing biases and misconceptions. 
Through the participants’ social network, members of the general community, who were 
ambivalent towards the asylum seekers had the opportunity to learn about the ordeal of 
the asylum seekers. The experience of living with the asylum seekers allowed the 
participants to get the information directly from the asylum seekers. They had the 
opportunity to judge on the own if the reasons of their plight were genuine.  They learned 
that contrary to the commonly held beliefs about  asylum seekers being queue jumpers 
and opportunists trying to misuse the humanitarian options, these people were genuinely 
fleeing from severe atrocities.  Similarly, asylum seekers learned that, contrary to 
prejudices and fears communicated via media, many Australians were sympathetic and 
sincerely wanted to help.  Subsequently, the findings indicate that  programs which 
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facilitate the newly arrived  and host society’s interaction appear can be effective in 
reducing the  racial prejudices, fears and mistrust toward each other (Turoy-Smith et al., 
2013).  
It appears that the homestay initiative was also an effective strategy to encourage 
acculturation with the ‘intercultural other’ and vice versa through intergroup contact 
(Bourhis et al., 1997; Stathi & Crisp, 2010).  Thus, consistent with earlier research 
(Pettigrew et al., 2011; Turoy-Smith et al., 2013) by housing asylum seekers in 
Australian homes, the relatively prolonged inter-group contact was beneficial to both 
parties as it provided them an opportunity to learn more about the others’ culture and 
religion.  We saw that most intercultural and/or communication issues/challenges faced 
by both parties were, all in all, amicably resolved by employing a myriad of strategies 
which resulted in improved communication,  information exchange, by learning the 
language, and reducing misunderstandings about culture/religion.  Similar to Grove’s 
outcome (1984), when faced with challenges, hosts and guests were quite resilient and 
innovative in coming up with solutions. Some guests were quite information and 
communication technology (ICT) literate, and hence communicated via the use of 
technology (i.e., internet). Subsequently, the findings supported the notion that host 
societies initiatives to interact with the newly arrived help them acculturate, adjust and 
integrate in their newly adopted country (Arrends-Toth & van de Vijver, 2003).  
 Due to the current Government’s stringent policy on asylum seeker settlement 
and all asylum seeker arrivals being sent to Papua New Guinea (or recently Cambodia) as 
part of the Regional Resettlement Plan, despite finding significant benefits and support 
for this initiative in our study, the CPN initiative was subsequently halted in mid-2013. 
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Those asylum seekers who were in community housing (i.e., in motels, or shared houses) 
had their work rights taken away, which means that they have no way of legally earning 
an income to support themselves and their families.  Given the current Government’s 
stance that no asylum seeker will be settled in Australia, it appears doubtful, for the time 
being at least, that the initiative will again see the light of day. As a policy, the CPN 
homestay initiative was a dual success by resulting in significant savings to the 
Government (as compared to costs of detention), and acculturating asylum seekers and 
Australians to one another. Thus, it can be used as a successful model for settling asylum 
seekers in other parts of the world, who are also faced with the issue of effective and 
affordable asylum seeker housing.   
Limitations  
This study’s findings, due to the limitations, should be taken with caution .The 
study was based on a sample of 24 hosts who volunteered to take part; thus, it is a self-
select sample and as with any study, there may be some social desirability bias in terms 
of participating in this study and in the responses given. However, given that participants 
were from various parts of Australia and we had a gender-balanced sample, one can 
argue that it is likely that the experiences of our participants are consistent with that of 
other hosts. Lastly, being unable to interview the asylum seeker guests was a major 
limitation to this study – such data would have allowed us to triangulate the findings.   
Conclusion 
This Australia-wide study was the first to explore the experiences of Australian 
families who hosted asylum seekers for 6 weeks in their homes.  Future studies should 
also gather the experiences of asylum seekers who took part in this initiative to shed light 
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on what they thought of the homestay experience.  In addition, sharing the CPN initiative 
in a positive way within Australian media can also significantly assist in changing 
community perceptions by showcasing examples of successful settlement/hosting and 
correcting misrepresentations about asylum seekers. 
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